This is the paperback edition of a book that first appeared in 1992. The author's prime objective, which is clearly stated in the preface, is to describe for a non-scientific readership, the principles and scientific methods of toxicology and how they are applied to the problem of risk assessment. The author tries to set out in simple language, free of scientific jargon, a 'balanced opinion' on the threat posed by chemical exposures and how the risk to human health is assessed scientifically. It is an interesting book, that is in some ways, an antidote to the numerous other non-scientific paperbacks that one can pick up in most supermarkets and health food shops, that present the case for the 'chemical victim'. This is perhaps important, since 'poison' scares seem to be an everyday occurrence, with recent media investigations into issues such as mercury and dental amalgams, antimony and cot-deaths, and organochlorine pesticides and breast cancer; incidentally, none of these issues are addressed by the book.
There is an interesting prologue in the form of a case history involving the history of aflatoxins, dead turkeys, groundnuts and liver cancer. The book is divided into 12 chapters, with three main sections or themes. The three introductory chapters deal with chemical nomenclature (for non-chemists) routes of exposure and the absorption, metabolism and excretion of chemicals. The large middle section of the book develops the scientific basis of toxicology with chapters on the assessment of toxicity, natural toxins, toxicity testing, mechanisms of toxicity, carcinogenicity and dose-response relationships.
The final three chapters deal with risk assessment and the management of risk. There is a useful appendix containing sources of information and recommended reading for each of the chapters. There is also a subject index. This is a useful book to have access to if you need to give a lecture on toxicology or risk assessment to a non-scientific audience or to Ann Clin Biochem 1995; 32: 599-601 school children. There are many good case examples and useful facts and figures in the book. However, it must be said that the book will have very limited appeal to clinical chemists. Moreover, many of the everday toxicological problems that one deals with, for example, acute self-poisoning, drug/substance abuse and forensic toxicology are not addressed at all by this book. Other important issues such as adverse drug reactions, smoking and alcohol related diseases are not given more than a passing mention. The book also glosses over a number of important issues such as the ethics of animal testing and the extrapolation of results from animals to man.
In conclusion, this is a well written and welcome book that attempts to clarify an important and complicated subject for a largely non-scientific public. It is difficult to say if this is the sort of book that the public would buy! It does still have some appeal to scientists, who should not be put off by the 'teach yourself toxicology' style of the book. Reference ranges in paediatrics are notoriously difficult to establish due to limitations of specimen volume and ethical reasons, yet good data is essential for correct interpretation of results. Many laboratories rely on published rather than 'in-house' ranges, and in providing a concise collection of data for a wide range of analytes, this book has a worth-while aim. I have been prevented from giving a complete review by the omission from my copy of pp 35-50, but have been kindly supplied with a repeat of pp 51-66, check your copy if ordering! The book comprises a contents list followed by analytes in alphabetical order, and provides data by age and sex, stating the number of patients in each group. Data is drawn from two references where possible, generally using different methods. The specimen type, reference and method are then listed, followed by relevant comments such as the statistical basis for calculation of the ranges.
